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Abstract

Educational inclusion can be understood as a set of actions that are carried out with the aim
of promoting an educational system for all, but particularly for those groups that have been
excluded from it. This systematic review presents the perspective of students with disabilities
regarding barriers, facilitators, and mechanisms for inclusion at university. A wide search was
conducted in the Scopus, SciELO and Web of Science databases during the period 2013 to 2023.
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lifelong learning opportunities for all, and 10) Reduce inequalities.
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After applying the selection criteria, a total of 41 scientific articles were included. These papers
represent diverse geographical areas, show varied methodological approaches, and involve 1374
university students with different disabilities. The results were organized into four categories:
1) Studies included and their characteristics, 2) Barriers that limit the inclusion of university
students with disabilities, 3) Facilitators that contribute to the inclusion of students with
disabilities in universities and 4) Mechanisms used by universities to promote the inclusion of
students with disabilities. The conclusions establish that despite the multiple efforts made by
higher education institutions, it is necessary to achieve true inclusion to guarantee the right to
education of students with disabilities and to eradicate the inequalities faced.

Keywords: access for the disabled; right to education; Higher Education; equal
opportunity; systematic review.

Resumen

La inclusion educativa puede entenderse como un conjunto de acciones que se llevan a cabo
con la finalidad de favorecer un sistema educativo para todas las personas, pero particularmente
para aquellos colectivos que han sido excluidos a lo largo del tiempo. La presente revision
sistemdtica plantea la perspectiva del alumnado con discapacidad respecto a barreras,
facilitadores y mecanismos para la inclusion en la universidad. Se realiz6 una biisqueda en las
bases de datos Scopus, SciELO y Web of Science durante el periodo 2013 al 2023. Luego de
aplicar los criterios de seleccion que forma parte de este estudio se han incluido un total de 41
articulos cientificos. Dichos trabajos representan diferentes zonas geogrdficas, muestran un
variado abordaje metodoldgico e involucran a 1374 estudiantes universitarios con distintas
discapacidades. Los resultados fueron organizados en cuatro categorias siendo estas: 1) Estudios
incluidos y sus caracteristicas, 2) Barreras que limitan la inclusion del alumnado universitario
con discapacidad, 3) Facilitadores que contribuyen a la inclusion del alumnado con discapacidad
en la universidad y 4) Mecanismos que utilizan las universidades para generar la inclusion del
alumnado con discapacidad. Las conclusiones establecen que a pesar de los miiltiples esfuerzos
ejecutados por los establecimientos del nivel superior se requiere seguir trabajando para alcanzar
una verdadera inclusion con el fin de garantizar el derecho a la educacion del alumnado con
discapacidad y erradicar las desiqualdades afrontadas.

Palabras clave: accesibilidad para personas con discapacidad; derecho a la
educacion; Enseflanza Superior; igualdad de oportunidades; revision sistematica.

Introduction

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities establishes that persons with
disabilities have the right to education at all levels. States Parties have assumed the
responsibility to ensure inclusive education that takes into account human potential,
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dignity, respect and participation. This is in order to eradicate exclusion, improve the
quality of education, provide reasonable accommodation and facilitate a range of
supports (United Nations [UN], 2006).

However, achieving the educational inclusion of students with disabilities has been
and continues to be one of the great challenges facing universities today. However, the
struggle is constant, given that it is necessary to eradicate the architectural,
bureaucratic, IT, learning, personal and social barriers that exist in institutions at this
level, as they prevent them from providing comprehensive quality education (Garcia-
Gonzalez et al., 2021; Paz-Maldonado, 2020). Therefore, the goal for the year 2030 is to
guarantee inclusive education by promoting opportunities for all groups attending
higher education institutions (UN, 2019). From this perspective, universities will have
to increase training, awareness-raising and action processes that involve the entire
educational community (Garcia-Gonzaélez et al., 2021). As well as improving student
support services and the accessibility of facilities (Majoko, 2018).

To promote educational inclusion means to move from a process of integration that
has prevailed in various countries, particularly in developing countries, towards real
actions based on social justice. This vision will make it easier to take into account the
constant participation of students as active members of the university community,
since throughout time people with disabilities have been considered deficient beings,
which conditions an education that embraces diversity (Bayo Guardiola and Moliner
Garcia, 2021; Nones-Budde et al., 2023; Paz-Maldonado et al., 2023).

Disability can be understood according to various conceptions and models.
However, even in times with abundant information available, it continues to be viewed
from a medical model, which states that people with disabilities are a problem and that
no matter how much action is taken, they will continue to be a limitation themselves.
However, as a counter-narrative to this view, new models have been established that
go beyond this deficient vision, such as the social model, which presents disability as
being far from a deficit and that, therefore, no human being should be subject to
labelling (Cruz Vadillo and Casillas Alvarado, 2017; Morina et al., 2024). That of
diversity, which values difference and identity, assuming the conceptualisation of
functional diversity (Seoane, 2011). Likewise, that of human rights, which recognises
that everyone is a subject of rights regardless of their condition (Paz-Maldonado, 2021;
Seoane, 2011).

These conceptions influence the cultures, policies and practices developed in
universities. Therefore, the research question to be answered in this paper is: What
findings does the scientific literature report about the perspective of students with
disabilities on barriers, facilitators and mechanisms for inclusion at university?
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Methodology

This systematic review followed the PRISMA statement in order to identify, select
and evaluate studies previously published in different databases (Moher et al., 2010;
Page et al., 2021). We considered empirical research conducted from 2013-2023
concerning the perspective of students with disabilities on barriers, facilitators and
mechanisms to generate inclusion at university .

Objectives

Understanding the inclusion of students with disabilities at university is an essential
issue. Therefore, this paper has two objectives:

e To describe the studies published in scientific journals about the perspective of
students with disabilities on barriers, facilitators and mechanisms for inclusion at
university during the years 2013-2023.

e To analyse the main findings reported in the scientific publications that form part
of the selected databases.

Research and selection of studies

A search was carried out on 19 December 2023, selecting three of the most widely
used international databases. In this way, we proceeded to search for articles that
corresponded to the research question of this paper in the Scopus, SciELO and Web of
Science databases. The descriptors "inclusion", "disability", "higher education" and
"university students with disabilities" were used for the search, taking into account two
search combinations. Tables 1 and 2 specify the search strategies used.

Table 1

Search strategies combination 1

Databases Search strategy

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY ((inclusion) AND (disability) AND ("higher education"))
SciELO (inclusion) AND (disability) AND (higher education)

Web of Science TS=(inclusion AND disability AND "higher education")
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Table 2

Search strategies combination 2

Databases Search strategy

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY ((inclusion) AND ("university students with disabilities")
AND ("higher education"))

SciELO (inclusion) AND (university students with disabilities) AND (higher
education)

Web of Science TS=(inclusion AND university students with disabilities AND "higher
education")

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

In order to achieve the objectives set out in this work, a series of inclusion and
exclusion criteria were established for the selection of the articles: a) empirical articles
that addressed the perspective of students with disabilities on barriers, facilitators and
mechanisms for inclusion in higher education; b) that their participants were only
undergraduate students with disabilities at the time the study was carried out; c) written
in Spanish, English or Portuguese; and d) published between 1 January 2013 and 19
December 2023.

In addition, the following exclusion criteria were used: a) publications related to
systematic reviews, theoretical reviews, books, reviews, conference proceedings, theses;
b) studies in which the participants were not only students with disabilities; c) works that
addressed the topic at the pre-basic, basic and secondary education levels, and d)
publications outside the established time range.

Organisation, selection and analysis

Prior to the selection of the publications, each of the articles was reviewed and all
duplicate documents in the different databases consulted were eliminated. The rest of
the articles were organised in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet detailing: year, author,
article title and journal. This was done in order to be evaluated by title, abstract and full
text. Once the articles were selected, a system of categories was designed with the
purpose of exhaustively analysing the information provided by each of the articles. The
categories were created taking into account previous reviews where the key aspects of
this work were not developed in depth, so the present study represents a way of
updating recently published information.

Figure 1 shows the PRISMA flowchart with the selection of items included in this
work.
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In order to respond to the research question and the established objectives, the results
of this systematic review were organised into four analytical categories: 1) Studies
included and their characteristics, 2) Barriers to the inclusion of university students with
disabilities, 3) Facilitators that contribute to the inclusion of students with disabilities in
universities and 4) Mechanisms used by universities to generate the inclusion of students
with disabilities.

Studies included and their characteristics

In terms of the year of publication, 2020 saw the highest amount of scientific
production with nine published articles (22%). In contrast, in 2015 and 2019 there was
only one publication in each year (2%). Regarding the continents where most of the
studies were carried out, these were Europe and America. Fifteen papers were located in
Europe (37%), fourteen in America (34%) compared to (20%) in Africa, (7%) in Asia and
(2%) in Oceania. The European countries are Spain (5), Portugal (2), United Kingdom (2),
Germany (1), Croatia (1), Slovenia (1), Greece (1), Italy (1) and Norway (1). In the
Americas, Brazil (7), Chile (2), Mexico (2), Argentina (1), Costa Rica (1) and the United
States (1) stand out.

With regard to the language of publication, English prevails with twenty-six articles
(63%). As for the methodological approach, thirty-two articles were found with a
qualitative approach being the most used (78%), six quantitative studies (15%) and three
mixed (7%). On the other hand, the articles included in this study involved a total of 1374
participants of which 413 did not specify the type of disability, 406 were students with
sensory disability (hearing/visual), 314 with physical disability, 110 had a mental
disorder, 43 had specific developmental disabilities, 32 had multiple disabilities, 22 had
chronic illnesses, 19 had learning disorders, 10 had language disorders, 3 had intellectual
disabilities, 1 had high intellectual ability and the same number had urinary
incontinence. The age range of the participants was 18 to 64 years. Further details on the
characteristics of the 41 included studies are given in Tables 3 and 4.
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Table 3

Characteristics of included studies (n=41

Aspect Code N %
Publication period 2014 2 5%
2015 1 2%

2016 2 5%

2017 2 5%
2018 8 20%

2019 1 2%
2020 9 22%

2021 3 7%
2022 7 17%
2023 6 15%
Continent Europe 15 37%
America 14 34%
Africa 8 20%

Asia 3 7%

Oceania 1 2%
Language English 26 63%
English 8 20%
Portuguese 7 17%
Focus of the study Qualitative 32 78%
Quantitative 6 15%

Mixed 3 7%
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Table 4

Summary information of included studies (n=41)

Authors/year  Country  Focus of the study Nul.nl.aer of Disabilities Sex Age Language
participants range
Andoh et al. Ghana Qualitative 19 Physics: 17 Male:13 Non- English
(2022) Specific Female: 6 specific
developmental
disabilities: 1
Bartz (2020) Germany Mixed 45 Mental disorder: 14 Female: 28 20-41 English
Sensory: 11 Male: 17
Chronic illness: 6
Language disorder: 5
Physics: 5
Specific
developmental
disabilities: 4
Bell and South Qualitative 7 Sensory: 7 Male: 4 19-24 English
Swart (2018) Africa Female: 3
Biggeri et al. Italy Qualitative 50 Sensory: 19 Female: 27 Non- English
(2020) Physical: 16 Male: 23 specific

Mental disorder: 11

Specific

developmental

disabilities: 2
Multiple: 2
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Bualar (2018)

Cardoso
Pérez (2020)
Costas et al.
(2022)

Diniz and
Silva (2021)
Dreyer
(2021)

Ehlinger and
Ropers
(2020)

Thailand

Mexico

Brazil

Brazil

South
Africa

United
States

Qualitative

Quantitative

Quantitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

12

25

37

26

14

13

Learning disability: 4
High intellectual

Mental disorder: 1

Sensory: 12

Sensory: 22
Physics: 3
Sensory: 11
Physical: 10
Specific

developmental

disabilities: 8

ability: 1

Intellectual: 1
Multiple: 1

Non-specific

Specific

developmental
disabilities: 14
Mental disorder: 8

Physics: 2
Specific

developmental

disabilities: 2
Sensory: 1

Male: 8
Female: 4
Male: 16
Female: 9
Male: 22

Female: 14
No
indicated: 1

Female: 14
Male: 12
Non-specific

Female: 8
Male: 5

19-21
19-39

18-64

18-58

Non-
specific

Non-
specific

English
English

Portuguese

Portuguese

English

English
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Estacio and
Almeida
(2016)
Fernandes et
al. (2016)

Fontana
Hernandez
(2019)

Frank et al.
(2020)
Garcia et al.
(2018)
Heffernan
(2023)
Langergen
and Magnus
(2018)

Brazil

Portugal

Costa Rica

United
Kingdom
Brazil

United
Kingdom
Norway

Qualitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

Qualitative
Qualitative
Qualitative

Qualitative

Non-specific

38

277

14

Sensory (not specific
quantity)

Sensory, physical,
specific developmental
disabilities and
learning disability (not
specific amount)
Sensory: 17
Specific
developmental
disabilities: 7
Learning disability: 6
Mental disorder: 5
Physics: 1
Language disorder: 1
Chronic illness: 1
Sensory: 4

Sensory: 4
Physics: 1
Non-specific

Sensory: 5
Chronic illness: 2
Mental disorder: 2
Learning disability: 2

Non-specific

Female: 4
Male: 4

Female: 20
Male: 18

Non-specific
Non-specific
Non-specific

Female: 11
Male: 3

Non- Portuguese
specific

22-41 Portuguese

Non- English
specific

Non- English
specific

20-49 Portuguese

Non- English
specific
22-37 English
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Physics: 1
Specific
developmental
disabilities: 1
Multiple: 1

Lopez- Spain Quantitative 82 Physical: 51 Female: 44 18-64 English
Bastias et al. Mental disorder: 15 Male: 38
(2020) Sensory: 10

Multiple: 4

Intellectual: 2

Luthuliand  Zimbabwe Qualitative 10 Physics:6 Female:7 20-50 English
Wood (2022) Sensory: 3 Male: 3

Multiple: 1
Mainardi- Argentina Mixed 40 Sensory: 23 Male: 21 20-25 English
Remis (2018) Physics: 13 Female: 19

Multiple: 4
Martin y Portugal Qualitative 4 Physics: 2 Female: 2 18-20 English
Morifia Multiple:2 Male: 2
(2022)
Mensah et al. Ghana Qualitative 12 Physics: 6 Non-specific Non- English
(2022) Sensory: 6 specific
Milic Babic Croatia Qualitative 9 Physics: 5 Male: 5 20-30 English
and Dowling Multiple: 2 Female:4
(2015) Sensory: 2
Monroy Chile Qualitative 5 Specific Male: 3 Non- English
Flores and developmental Female: 2 specific
Mayorga disabilities: 2
Rojel (2020) Sensory: 2
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Morina and
Carballo
(2020)

Mutanga
(2018)
Nel et al.
(2023)

Pereira et al.
(2020)

Polo Sanchez
and Aparicio
Puerta (2023)
Reyes et al.
(2023)

Rodriguez
Martin and

Spain

South
Africa
South
Africa

Brazil

Spain

Spain

Spain

Qualitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

Mixed

Quantitative

Qualitative

Quantitative

44

14

20

50

50

24

91

Physics: 1
Physics: 17
Sensory: 16

Mental disorder: 7
Chronic illness: 4
Non-specific

Sensory: 13
Physics:5
Specific
developmental
disabilities: 1
Urinary incontinence:

1

Non-specific

Sensory: 27
Physical: 16
Multiple: 7
Physics: 5
Mental disorder: 6
Learning disability: 6
Sensory: 4
Language disorder: 1
Multiple:2
Sensory: 58
Physical: 33

Female: 22
Male: 22

Non-specific

Male:12
Female:8

Male: 28
Female: 22
Female: 36

Male: 14

Female: 13
Male: 11

Male: 51
Female: 40

19-59

Non-
specific
Non-
specific

18-45

20-60

22-57

22-28

English

English

English

English

English

English

English
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Alvarez
Arregui
(2014).
Rofiah et al. Indonesia Qualitative 15 Sensory: 11 Male: 8 20-22 English
(2023) Physics: 3 Female: 7
Specific
developmental
disabilities: 1
Schreuer and Israel Quantitative 170 Physical: 61 Male: 92 Non- English
Sachs (2014) Sensory: 65 Female: 78 specific
Mental disorder: 39
Multiple: 5
Silva and Brazil Qualitative 1 Sensory: 1 Male: 1 Non- Portuguese
Ferreira specific
(2017)
Silva and De Brazil Qualitative 14 Sensory: 9 Female:9 Non- Portuguese
Oliveira Physics: 4 Male: 5 specific
(2018) Multiple: 1
Tai et al. Australia Qualitative 40 Non-specific Non-specific 18-35 English
(2023)
Ule (2017) Slovenia Qualitative 22 Chronic illness: 9 Female: 13 Non- English
Physics: 4 Male: 9 specific
Language disorder: 3
Sensory: 3
Mental disorder: 2
Learning disability: 1
Vergara Mexico Qualitative 1 Sensory: 1 Female: 1 Non- English
Fregoso and specific
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Gamboa

Suarez (2022)

Vilches Chile
Vargas and
Garcés
Estrada
(2021)
Vlachou and
Papananou
(2018)
Wudmatas
(2022)

Greece

Ethiopia

Qualitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

32

22

Physics: 8

Physical: 18
Sensory: 14

Sensory: 22

Female: 6
Male: 2

Female: 17
Male: 15

Male: 14
Female:8

21-31

19-26

22-36

English

English

English
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Barriers limiting the inclusion of university students with disabilities

98% of the studies identify different barriers that limit the possibility of carrying out
inclusive education in universities. Almost all the studies state that the main barrier is
related to the poor accessibility of campus infrastructure, which hinders access,
mobility and optimal development of students with disabilities during their academic
stay. Thus, when university facilities are inaccessible, the full participation of students
with disabilities in activities of interest to them is limited (Andoh et al., 2022;
Heffernan, 2023).

In the same vein, there are architectural elements that are not taken into account in
universities and are seen as obstacles, including the size of classrooms and the noise
that may occur during training sessions (Bartz, 2020; Rofiah et al., 2023). Similarly, it is
evident that when adequate facilities are not available, particularly in spaces of privacy,
e.g. toilets or showers, autonomy, privacy and dignity are strongly affected (Luthuli
and Wood, 2022).

On the other hand, most studies report that the information provided by some
universities in print and digital form is inaccessible. This barrier to accessing
information makes it difficult for students with disabilities to interact from the
admission stage to the processes related to permanence and graduation (Bell and
Swart, 2018; Bualar, 2018; Vlachou and Papananou, 2018; Wudmatas, 2022). Likewise,
different scientific publications identify the lack of adapted resources or materials,
which further increases the gaps, since these adjustments are determinant for achieving
educational inclusion (Estacio and Almeida, 2016; Mensah et al., 2022; Rodriguez
Martin and Alvarez Arregui, 2014; Silva and Ferreira, 2017; Vergara Fregoso and
Gamboa Suarez, 2022).

On the other hand, the lack of teacher training on disability and inclusion in
education is considered a barrier. Some studies focus on the limited preparation of
teachers to develop reasonable accommodations in materials (Frank et al., 2020; Garcia
et al., 2018; Langergen and Magnus, 2018; Martins and Morifia, 2022; Milic Babic and
Dowling, 2015; Monroy Flores and Mayorga Rojel, 2020; Vilches Vargas and Garcés
Estrada, 2021), some on assessment (Bartz, 2020; Bualar, 2018; Mensah et al, 2022; Milic
Babic and Dowling, 2015) and others in the establishment of a good communication-
relationship with the students in such a situation during the teaching-learning process
(Bell and Swart, 2018; Costas et al, 2022; Diniz and Silva, 2021; Fernandes et al., 2016;
Morina and Carballo, 2020; Mutanga, 2018; Nel et al., 2023; Pereira et al., 2020; Reyes et
al., 2023; Silva and De Oliveira, 2018; Tai et al., 2023).

Likewise, publications report the existence of negative attitudes on the part of the
university community towards students with disabilities, which impacts on academic
development and limits their participation in decision-making (Andoh et al., 2022;
Diniz and Silva, 2021; Fernandes et al., 2016; Martins and Morifia, 2022; Nel et al., 2023;
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Wudmatas, 2022). On the other hand, several studies identify the need to create more
student support services and hire specialised staff to provide care in these university
instances (Bartz, 2020; Langergen and Magnus, 2018; Mensah et al., 2022). Along the
same lines, different studies establish that there is still a lack of knowledge among
students with disabilities about the functioning of the inclusion programmes and
policies in place at the institutional level (Cardoso Pérez, 2020; Dreyer, 2021; Mainardi-
Remis, 2018).

On a smaller scale, other barriers that were detailed in the studies are the long
distances that some students have to travel to attend university centres, the
bureaucratic nature of the enrolment process, the lack of coordination between the
units that offer student services, the scarcity of extracurricular activities, the overload
of academic assignments and the lack of instruments that make it possible to identify
students with disabilities attending higher education institutions (Andoh et al, 2022;
Costas et al., 2022; Heffernan, 2023; Martins and Morifia, 2022; Wudmatas, 2022).

Facilitators contributing to the inclusion of students with disabilities at the
university

With regard to facilitators contributing to the inclusion of students with disabilities
at university, 88% of the articles report such information. Peer support is the main
element identified in several of the studies. These mutually supportive relationships
benefit students with disabilities to challenge adverse contextual conditions in their
quest to obtain a university degree (Bell and Swart, 2018; Cardoso Pérez, 2020; Diniz
and Silva, 2021; Dreyer, 2021; Langergen and Magnus, 2018; Lépez-Bastias et al., 2020;
Martins and Morifna, 2022; Mensah et al., 2022; Rofiah et al., 2023).

Similarly, related to support, the collaboration offered by teachers during the
teaching-learning process is highlighted to a lesser extent (Ehlinger and Ropers, 2020;
Estacio and Almeida, 2016). Likewise, the support provided by families is considered
fundamental, given that it increases personal motivation to overcome barriers that may
arise in the academic life journey (Diniz and Silva, 2021; Langergen and Magnus, 2018;
Lopez-Bastias et al., 2020; Martins and Morifia, 2022; Milic Babic and Dowling, 2015;
Monroy Flores and Mayorga Rojel, 2020; Ule, 2017). At the same time, studies suggest
that developing positive personal attributes linked to acceptance, the desire to excel,
confidence in their own abilities and determination are of great benefit in achieving
educational success for students with disabilities (Fontana Hernandez, 2019; Frank et
al., 2020; Langergen and Magnus, 2018; Luthuli and Wood, 2022; Mainardi-Remis,
2018; Martins and Morifia, 2022; Nel et al., 2023; Polo Sanchez and Aparicio Puerta,
2023).
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Furthermore, accessibility in infrastructure, materials or resources and admission
processes are other elements that various studies have reported as facilitators for
achieving educational inclusion in universities (Bartz, 2020; Bell and Swart, 2018;
Fernandes et al., 2016; Heffernan, 2023; Mensah et al., 2022; Pereira et al., 2020; Polo
Sanchez and Aparicio Puerta, 2023; Schreuer and Sachs, 2014; Silva and De Oliveira,
2018; Vilches Vargas and Garcés Estrada, 2021). Similarly, some publications argue that
teacher training on disability and educational inclusion will now be vital for building
inclusive higher education institutions (Estacio and Almeida, 2016; Milic Babic and
Dowling, 2015; Morina and Carballo, 2020).

Also, awareness-raising among the university community is essential in the quest
to promote educational inclusion (Bell and Swart, 2018; Garcia et al., 2018). However,
student support services are essential to reduce inequalities in some universities. These
services will have to be aimed at being able to resolve any difficulties presented in
terms of academics, psychology, educational guidance, tutorial action and, if possible,
job placement (Andoh et al., 2022; Cardoso Pérez, 2020; Morina and Carballo, 2020;
Pereira et al., 2020). Effective communication within the classroom and real budget
allocation will also be key (Costas et al., 2022; Ehlinger and Ropers, 2020).

Apart from the above, it was possible to identify the participation of students with
disabilities in university governing bodies, inclusive teaching practices, reasonable
accommodations, continuing education programmes, tutoring, knowledge of student
needs, coordination of units that provide student services, the creation of subjects that
address the issue of educational inclusion, and the positive attitude of the teaching staff
(Andoh et al, 2022; Bell and Swart, 2018; Cardoso Pérez, 2020; Estacio and Almeida,
2016; Milic Babic and Dowling, 2015; Monroy Flores and Mayorga Rojel, 2020; Morifia
and Carballo, 2020).

Mechanisms used by universities to promote the inclusion of students with
disabilities

With regard to the mechanisms used by the universities to generate the inclusion of
students with disabilities, 73% of the studies reported this detail. The implementation
of reasonable adjustments in infrastructure, materials, teaching-learning
methodologies, activities developed in the training processes and assessment systems
is what most of the articles included in this study highlight (Bell and Swart, 2018;
Biggeri et al., 2020; Fernandes et al., 2016; Reyes et al., 2023; Rofiah et al., 2023; Schreuer
and Sachs, 2014; Tai et al., 2023).

In the same sense, student services programmes aimed at students with disabilities
are considered a decisive mechanism for promoting educational inclusion in
universities. Several studies have suggested that such programmes provide academic
and psychological support, vocational guidance and promote labour market insertion
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at the end of university education (Cardoso Pérez, 2020; Dreyer, 2021; Fontana
Hernandez, 2019; Frank et al., 2020; Garcia et al., 2018; Lopez-Bastias et al., 2020;
Mensah et al., 2022; Rofiah et al., 2023; Vlachou and Papananou, 2018). In addition, a
variety of support is offered in these instances, including tutoring, note-taking during
lectures and support offered by volunteers as scribes at the examination stage (Bell and
Swart, 2018; Biggeri et al., 2020; Bualar, 2018; Langergen and Magnus, 2018; Schreuer
and Sachs, 2014; Silva and De Oliveira, 2018).

Similarly, another mechanism constantly promoted by some universities around
the world are institutional policies, which range from establishing educational
inclusion as an aspect of change to respecting the human rights of all students with
disabilities (Costas et al., 2022; Estacio and Almeida, 2016; Fernandes et al., 2016;
Luthuli and Wood, 2022). Furthermore, in this effort to ensure inclusive university
education, several institutions have opted to offer scholarships or financial aid to these
students. This situation is particularly relevant in developing countries where
inequalities, especially economic inequalities, are becoming increasingly evident
(Fontana Hernandez, 2019; Garcia et al., 2018; Wudmatas, 2022).

Along the same lines, it was identified that special admission plays a transcendental
role in the search for inclusion of students with disabilities (Mensah et al., 2022; Monroy
Flores and Mayorga Rojel, 2020). As well as the constitution of interdisciplinary teams,
student participation in decision-making, the holding of events on this topic, the
production of scientific research on inclusion/disability, the development of teacher
training processes, the use of inclusive technologies, the valuing of diversity and the
good treatment of teachers (Costas et al., 2022; Diniz and Silva, 2021; Estacio and
Almeida, 2016; Langergen and Magnus, 2018; Milic Babic and Dowling, 2015;
Rodriguez Martin and Alvarez Arregui, 2014).

Discussion and conclusions

This systematic review focused on the perspective of students with disabilities on
barriers, facilitators and mechanisms for inclusion at university. The research question
and the established objectives show that the existing scientific literature is vital for
decision-making in the quest to transform higher education institutions into inclusive
centres. Likewise, the results indicate that Spain and Brazil are the countries where
most research has been carried out on the subject.

With regard to the barriers that limit the inclusion of university students with
disabilities, the study suggests that attention should be paid to the lack of accessibility
that exists in universities. An example of this is the architectural barriers that lead to
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the exclusion of students in this condition (Machado and de Oliveira, 2021). Similarly,
teacher training processes need to be strengthened, given that having trained teaching
staff is conducive to implementing inclusive pedagogy in higher education (Carballo
et al., 2023; Sanchez Diaz and Morgado, 2022). In addition, negative attitudes, limited
student support services, lack of knowledge about the functioning of programmes and
the existence of institutional policies are the elements that hinder the creation of
inclusive educational spaces. Some published works show similar results to those
presented in this article (Garcia-Gonzalez et al., 2021; Majoko, 2018; Moswela and
Mukhopadhyay, 2011; Paz-Maldonado, 2020).

Therefore, eradicating these barriers will be essential in order to rethink a university
education that promotes educational inclusion from a perspective of social justice and
that views disability from a different perspective to the one that has traditionally been
used over time in different contexts (Bayo Guardiola and Moliner Garcia, 2021; Cruz
Vadillo and Casillas Alvarado, 2017; Morifia et al, 2024; Nones-Budde et al., 2023; Paz-
Maldonado, 2021; Paz-Maldonado et al., 2023; Seoane, 2011).

Regarding the elements that contribute to the inclusion of students with disabilities
at university, it is described that the support provided by peers, teaching staff and
families is a determining factor in achieving progress in the educational processes.
Despite this, there is research that reveals that students with disabilities have been
victims of exclusion by their peers (Lett et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2021). On the other
hand, several studies indicate that such students are more motivated than their non-
disabled peers, which means that less action is required to engage them in their own
learning (Morina, 2019; Opini, 2012). Consequently, it becomes paramount that
students with disabilities are able to develop positive personal attributes to cope with
the contexts of exclusion, marginalisation and discrimination that prevail in some
university systems.

With regard to the mechanisms used by universities to generate the inclusion of
students with disabilities, it was possible to identify that these are varied and range
from the implementation of reasonable adjustments to the implementation of special
admission as a guarantee of access to higher education. Similar results are shown in
other research where the constant use of different means to ensure true educational
inclusion is proposed (Hillier et al., 2019; Salmi and D'Addio, 2021; Yusof et al., 2020).

The limitations of this work were to exclude a series of articles that, although they
addressed the topic, involved the participation of other actors and actresses belonging
to the university community, considered postgraduate students and were written in a
language other than Spanish, English or Portuguese. Therefore, the established
inclusion/exclusion criteria had to be applied and such publications were not part of
the study. On the basis of these results it will be essential that future research can focus
on providing real solutions for developing inclusive higher education in contexts of
inequality, particularly in developing countries with complex situations, although it
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should be borne in mind that the problem of exclusion has no borders or specific
nationalities.

In short, the results of this work allow us to affirm that multiple studies have been
carried out on the perspective of students with disabilities on barriers, facilitators and
mechanisms for inclusion in universities, but that profound changes are required in
higher education institutions to guarantee the universal right to education and mitigate
existing inequalities. Therefore, there is an urgent need for a university transformation
that promotes real reforms to promote the construction of new scenarios with greater
opportunities, particularly for students in vulnerable conditions who for years have
been and continue to be excluded.
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